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As the title of Art Labor, Sex Politics suggests, the book frames a discussion of 
British art through histories of feminism and the labour movement as they converged 
and clashed in the 1970s. Its author, Siona Wilson, focuses on how the women’s 
liberation movement (WLM) undertook to destabilize the very notion of the political 
during a period of immense social change in Britain. This argument is developed 
through a series of compelling vignettes dedicated to reading the precise organisation 
of gender and labour politics in five central case studies. Not all of the works 
addressed here are sole-authored and collective modes of production are integral to 
the discussion that ensues. Neither are they solely produced by women. Beginning 
with Berwick Street Film Collective’s Nightcleaners (Part 1) (1972-75) – a peculiar 
experimental documentary that focused on the struggle of a group of London cleaners 
who were in the process of unionizing – Wilson demonstrates how the film 
foregrounded the engagement of the WLM with the cleaner’s struggle, whilst it 
simultaneously rejected, reworked, and reframed prevailing modes of documentary. 
The appearance of critical documentary as a political rewriting of modernism is 
explored further in a chapter dedicated to the work of American artist Mary Kelly, the 
only female member of the Berwick Street collective. Other chapters focus on COUM 
Transmissions – the collaborative punk performance outfit established by Cosey 
Fanni Tutti and Genesis P. Orridge as art students in Hull in the 1960s – and the 
London-based photographer Jo Spence, who is perhaps best known for expounding 
the politics of representation through her affecting self-portraits. Representing a series 
of visually disparate examples, albeit with noted overlaps, the book’s important thread 
is the subject of reflexive documentary. Wilson undertakes to trace the contribution 
that feminism made to, and the effect that feminism had on, the ideological critique of 
realism entailed by this project.  
Wilson, who is British but resides in the US where she is a Professor at the City 
University of New York, stakes her interest in these histories partly through her 
biography. In the opening passages of the book the author recalls a time in the 1990s 
when, as a student at the University of Leeds she attended a conference at which the 
feminist visual theorist Griselda Pollock screened Nightcleaners. Invoking herself as a 
student, Wilson locates the book within a particular linage of feminist art history that 
has its own origins in Britain in the 1970s. For Wilson, the discovery of Nightcleaners 
reframed her own understanding of Mary Kelly, whose installation Post-Partum 
Document was a key touchstone for feminist art in that era. Expressing her surprise at 
finding Kelly connected to the political documentary, Wilson characterizes the 
sometimes uneasy ground upon which convergences between art and theory, 
feminism and Left politics, have historically taken place. It is into a different 
theoretical terrain that this study arrives, nearly twenty-years after Wilson’s first 
encounter with the film. In the analysis that she makes of Kelly’s earliest artistic 
projects, Wilson foregrounds contemporary theories of affect. Wilson argues against 
the grain of Laura Mulvey’s ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (1975) that 
Kelly worked to heighten the consciousness of the spectator, breaking open prevailing 
modes of representation and recasting the spectator as feminine. Turning to the 
collaborations of COUM Transmission, Wilson elaborates on the question of how 
feminist subjectivities are produced through visual practices. The inclusion of COUM 
in this study is perhaps surprising. The author acknowledges the complex reasons that 
have kept them at a remove from the category of feminist art both as it emerged at the 
time and historically. Drawing upon their installation Prostitution at the ICA in 1976, 
Wilson proposes that COUM troubled existing categories distinguishing between 
political art and the ‘symbolic codes of sexual difference’ (95). With reference to 
recent perspectives in North American queer theory, the author convincingly locates a 
proto-queer politics in an earlier moment of feminist discourse.  
What is at stake, in engaging with overlapping histories of feminism and labour 
politics in the present? The final chapter goes some way to answer this provocation. 
In her discussion of the work of Jo Spence, Wilson poses a fundamental question 
about why Spence remains unacknowledged relative to some of her contemporaries in 
the United States, citing example of artists like Sherry Levine and Cindy Sherman. 
Presumably with aim of addressing this imbalance, Wilson focuses on Spence’s 
involvement with the Photography Workshop, a group established with Terry 
Dennett, and their collaboration on Remodelling Photohistory (1982). Spence and 
Dennett’s work forms a central axis for a discussion relating feminist theories of 
sexual difference and strategies of performance to critical documentary practice. 
Wilson describes how Spence’s background as a studio photographer developed into a 
therapeutic practice that the author connects with second-wave feminist 
consciousness-raising circles. Alongside this interesting analysis, Wilson emphasises 
parallel histories of photography in the US. Here, rather than invoking the workshop 
movement in North America that had been a key influenced to British community 
photography in the 1970s, Wilson counterposes Spence with the conceptual 
photography associated with critical post-modernism. Wilson points out the problems 
of comparing Spence with these practices, grounded as they are in a different set of 
institutional and disciplinary debates and closely associated with the higher echelons 
of the art world. Unlike the artists associated with these US histories, such as Sherman 
and Levine, Spence’s engagement with photography was grounded in the network of 
small grass roots institutions, magazines, community practices and socialist politics 
that coalesced into the field of British independent photography in the 1970s. Wilson 
acknowledges this landscape, pointing to the more ‘heterodox’ approach to 
photography represented by Spence and her collaborators. Yet the time taken to 
differentiate Spence from these US practices risks a more nuanced analysis of the 
conditions that permitted an independent photography to thrive in Britain.  
At a time when many of the practices addressed in this book are coming into visibility 
through the frame, and values, of the art world – and indeed through that of art history 
as it has been dominated by the US academy – this last point is thrown into particular 
relief. In the UK, the sublimation of independent photography into the visual arts and 
the academy in the early 1990s was one of a number of reasons that the documentary 
self-representation championed by Spence and her contemporaries would become 
unsustainable as a political project (with Spence this was doubly compounded by her 
untimely death in 1992). Many of these changes were overseen by the final throws of 
Thatcher's government, the same government that led the dominant narrative of the 
Left in the 1970s—that of its demise in the 1980s. To what degree the practices 
surveyed here might pose a challenge to the institutions of art that are busy writing 
their histories remains to be seen. Nonetheless, in this current climate, the 
contribution that this book surely makes is to carve out a place for feminism in 
histories of critical documentary. That the book evolved from Wilson's doctoral 
thesis, which she completed in 2005, shows how prescient a project hers has been. 
Wilson’s book thus acknowledges the important place of feminism in histories of 
critical documentary at another critical juncture, when their vital story is just 
beginning to be retold.   
 
 
 
